NOBLE ESSENCES
tried to stabilise for the audience of the future, as much as of
today the very scents and feeling and quiddity of the time.
This I endeavoured to accomplish by providing an account of
my own experiences, by building up a portrait of myself, and
by adumbrating through these the outlines and characteristics
of the epoch. But now, in the ensuing chapters, in order to
provide the reader with a further mirror of that age, in which
he can check and tally what has gone before, I retrace my steps
and try, obversely, to delineate the era and myself through the
portraits of others, portraits of people of exceptional talent, wit
or genius.
It has long been my conviction that only by the magic of
art, or of individuality, can men save themselves. Evil and
ugliness are the same thing (as we recognise by^such phrases
as " It was an ugly thing to do "), and dullness is the mother
of both. It is not the material conditions of the time so much
that darken the hues of the future, but man's self-satisfaction
in the midst of the cataclysms he provokes by his aimless
monkey-cleverness, his inability to foresee the effects of the
tricks he plays, his refusal to trust his eyes, to rely on his senses,
or to allow what he sees or feels to loosen the bonds that confine
his spirit. Thus only the artist, who is compelled by his nature
and profession to a very opposite attitude, is free to cast out
fear from his being. Every artist is his own Marco Polo, lost to
terror in the discovery of new wonders in nature or man. And
one of the strange sights observed by this prototype I may
mention here, for it carries its own lesson. Reaching the side,
if I recall it rightly, of a great mountain range, somewhere
forgotten in antiquity and the mammoth spaces of Asia, he saw,
stretched beneath him to the east, under the counterfeit gold of
the sun, an enormous plain, filled with ants, very active and
manifestly engaged in some particular occupation. He asked
one of his attendants, a native of the region, what work they
might be employed on, and the man replied that they were
digging for gold. . . . Similarly, today, a traveller arriving
from the west would see, looking eastwards, a vast territory
engulfing about a fifth of the world, in which millions of ants
are burrowing or scratching the ground, or just running busily